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Tensions
over US strike eclipse Syria talks

Geneva

Syria’s warring sides entered 
a final day of UN-backed 

talks yesterday with little sign 
of progress towards ending the 
conflict and with negotiations 
overshadowed by swelling 
tensions on the ground.

The sixth round of talks in 
Geneva was the latest effort 
to bring a political solution to 
the war, which has displaced 
millions and claimed more 
than 320,000 lives since 2011. 

But the sluggish negotiations 
have been eclipsed by US 
accusations of new regime 
atrocities at a prison and the 
bombing of a pro-government 
convoy by US-led coalition 
warplanes.  

The international alliance -- 
which usually strikes jihadists 

-- for the first time hit regime-
allied forces as they headed 
toward a remote coalition 
garrison  near the southern 
border with Jordan, US officials 
said Thursday. 

The strike was sharply 
condemned by Syria’s 
government. 

Speaking to journalists 
after his final meeting with 
UN special envoy Staffan 
de Mistura in Geneva, 
government-delegation chief 
Bashar al-Jaafari slammed 
the “massacre caused by the 
American aggression on our 
country yesterday.” 

The opposition High 
Negotiations Committee 
(HNC) spokesman Yehya 
al-Aridi meanwhile welcomed 
the strike, hailing “robust 

action against the foreign 
forces who have turned Syria 
into a killing field.”

The US-led coalition 
bombing the Islamic State 
group in Syria and Iraq said it 
had struck pro-regime forces 
in southern Syria “that posed 
a threat to US and partner 
forces.”

Syrian state media gave no 
precise toll in the attack, but 
the Syrian Observatory for 
Human Rights, a Britain-based 
monitor, reported eight killed, 
“most of them non-Syrian.”

The current round of talks, 
which opened Tuesday, were 
expected to cover four separate 
topics: the constitution, 
governance, elections, and 
combatting “terrorism,” but 
Jaafari said none of the subjects 

had been discussed. 
Instead, the sole tangible 

product has been an agreement 
to set up technical committees 
to discuss constitutional issues 
with the United Nations.

“This is the only result from 
this round,” Jaafari said. 

The HNC was expected at 
the UN Friday afternoon for 
its last session with de Mistura.

The umbrella group has 
struggled with deep divisions, 
which came to the fore late 
Thursday when several rebel 
groups suspended their 
participation in the delegation, 
citing dissatisfaction with its 
negotiation strategy. 

But by morning, the HNC 
said its delegation would be 
taking part in the meeting with 
the UN envoy “in full”. (AFP)

Dutch MPs oppose headscarf proposal
The Hagu

Dutch lawmakers have 
voiced opposition to a 

proposal by Amsterdam’s 
top police official to consider 
allowing female Muslim agents 
to wear headscarfs, Dutch 
media reported yesterday. 

At least six major political 
parties are against plans from 
Commissioner Pieter-Jaap 
Aalbersberg to introduce Islamic 
headscarfs to women’s uniforms 
as part of a recruitment drive to 
diversify law enforcement in the 
Dutch capital.

Aalbersberg on Thursday 
said he wanted to boost 
multiculturalism among 
Amsterdam’s police, saying he 
wanted at least half of all new 
recruits in the tourist hotspot 

to come from a non-Dutch 
background. His proposal 
also included allowing police 

officers to wear religious 
symbols such as crosses, 
Jewish yarmulkes or Islamic 

headscarfs.
“Amsterdam’s population is 

changing in terms of its make-
up. It has to be debated,” he 
told the daily tabloid Algemeen 
Dagblad in an interview.

Aalbersberg said 52 percent 
of Amsterdam’s residents were 
from a non-Dutch background, 
but that was not reflected in the 
composition of the city’s police 
force, in which only 18 percent 
of officers have more diverse 
roots.

Major political parties 
however including the Liberal 
VVD party -- which won 
the most seats during March 
elections -- the progressive D66 
and left-wing Socialist Party 
are against the idea, the daily 
tabloid De Telegraaf said.

Roadside bomb kills 11 
members of Afghan family
Kabul,

Eleven members of an 
Afghan family, mostly 

women and children, were 
killed yesterday when their 
vehicle hit a roadside bomb 
while they were travelling for 
an engagement ceremony in 
the country’s volatile east.

The attack occurred in the 
Mohammad Agha district of 
Laghman province but no 
militant group has so far 
claimed responsibility.

“The bomb struck 
their Toyota sedan when 
they were going for an 
engagement ceremony,” 
said Logar Governor 
Mohammad Halim  
Fidai.

“The victims included five 
women and five children.”

Provincial authorities 
blamed the Taliban, who 
launched their annual 
“spring offensive” last 
month, for the killings.

Convoy hit by coalition in Syria 
likely ‘Iranian-directed’: Mattis
Washington

A pro-regime convoy that 
was struck by US-led 

warplanes inside Syria this 
week likely was directed by 
Iran, Pentagon chief Jim 
Mattis said yesterday. 

The strike on the convoy 
heading toward a coalition 
garrison near the Jordanian 
border was “necessitated by 
offensive movement with 
offensive capability of what 
we believe were Iranian-
directed forces,” Mattis said, 
adding he was not sure if 
there were Iranians on the 
ground.

Thursday’s strike 
occurred inside an 
established “deconfliction 
zone” northwest of the 
At-Tanf garrison, where 
British and US commandos 

have been training and 
advising local forces 
fighting the Islamic State  
group. 

Such zones are agreed 
upon between Russia 
and the coalition, and are 
designed to stop either side 
inadvertently striking the 
other’s forces on the ground 
and in the air. 

The Pentagon says 
coalition attempts to stop 
the convoy from proceeding 
had included a call to the 
Russians -- who work with 
the Syrian regime -- then a 
“show of force” in the skies 
above the vehicles, followed 
by warning shots.

It appeared the convoy 
had moved into the area 
against the advice of the 
Russians, Mattis said.

Tehran

Polling was extended 
in Iran yesterday as 

voters flocked to deliver 
their verdict on President 
Hassan Rouhani and his 
troubled efforts to rebuild 
ties with the world and 
kickstart the struggling  
economy.

Rouhani, a 68-year-
old moderate cleric who 
spearheaded a 2015 nuclear 
deal with world powers, 
has framed the vote as a 
choice between greater civil 

liberties and “extremism”.
But he faces stiff 

competition from hardline 
cleric Ebrahim Raisi, 56, 
who has positioned himself 
as a defender of the poor 
and called for a much 
tougher line with the West.

With long queues still 
seen at polling stations, 
authorities extended the 
vote into the late evening, 
with reformist backers of 
the president urging voters 
to keep waiting or find 
quieter stations.
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